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Persons of foreign origin constitute a significant user population in American colleges 
and universities.  This study examined the extent of English language learning resources 
provided for such users by academic libraries at institutions with substantial international 
populations.  Library collections and web resources were studied to assess the quantity 
and currency of English language learning resources.  Collections were also assessed for 
the prevalence of electronic English language learning resources and English language 
learning resources for speakers of Chinese and Korean.  The study found that while the 
libraries studied have steadily collected English language learning titles over the past 20 
years, and offer relatively extensive and current holdings of such titles, library web 
resources for English language learners are limited.   
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 2 
Introduction 
Persons of foreign origin constitute a substantial and growing community in 
American colleges and universities.  According to the International Institute of 
Education, in the 2009-2010 academic year, 690,923 international students were enrolled 
in American institutes of higher education, the highest total on record, and a 2.9% 
increase over the previous year (Institute of International Education, 2010)   These 
students arrive from a multitude of different nations, but the majority of them come from 
Asia, and in 2009-10 44% of them came from just three countries: China (18%), India 
(15%) and South Korea (11%).  Among these three, China appears to be becoming 
increasingly dominant: the 125,698 students from China in American colleges and 
universities in 2009-10 represented a dramatic 30% increase over the previous year.  
(Institute of International Education, 2010) 
The potential difficulties that these international students may encounter in 
foreign colleges and universities are many and various, ranging from unfamiliar academic 
systems and policies, to differing ideas about the nature of research and the student-
teacher relationship, to cultural differences in the larger social environment.  Among 
these difficulties, language issues figure very prominently.  According to Kwasi 
Sarkodie-Mensah, ―there is hardly any study about international students in the U.S. that 
does not mention language as the major problem.‖  Sarkodie-Mensah further points out 
that ―language is among the highest criteria by which students are graded and treated in 
class,‖ and that language difficulties can ―create a chain of negative emotions‖ for the 
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international student: ―frustration, disappointment, confusion, loss of self-confidence and 
anger.‖  Andrade (2006), reviewed studies on international students‘ adjustment and 
achievement and observed that students‘ ―adjustment challenges are primarily 
attributable to English language proficiency and culture.‖  For example, a 2000 study 
found that students with higher TOEFL scores experienced fewer adjustment difficulties 
than those with lower scores (Senyshyn et al. 2000), and a 2003 study of professors‘ 
perceptions of international students found that professors from four different 
departments felt that the principal problem their students encountered was their English 
language proficiency (Trice).  Andrade notes that although investigations of links 
between English proficiency and academic success have produced mixed results, multiple 
studies have suggested that English proficiency is associated with higher academic 
achievement, particularly in classes involving significant amounts of reading and writing. 
   Given the persistent importance of international students in the American 
academic community, and the connection between English language proficiency, student 
adjustment and academic and professional success, it would seemingly behoove 
universities to offer English language learning resources and services to their students to 
as great an extent as possible.  While language-learning resources can be found elsewhere 
on campus (e.g. international students‘ offices and campus writing centers), academic 
libraries, as central repositories for information, and prominent resources for student 
support, are in a position to potentially make a valuable contribution to the English 
language proficiency of their international users, facilitating effective cultural and 
academic adjustment and providing the students with skills which will serve them well 
both abroad and in their home countries.   
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Accordingly, this paper will attempt to assess the extent to which research 
libraries offer English language learning resources to their user communities.  It will 
examine the collections of academic research libraries serving communities with 
significant numbers of international students, gathering data on the dimensions of those 
libraries‘ holdings of English language learning materials.  Further, it will use targeted 
searches of library websites to explore the extent to which research libraries offer web-
based resources aimed at English-language learners.  
Literature Review 
The substantial number of international students in American colleges and 
universities makes international users a correspondingly significant potential user 
community for American academic libraries, and accordingly considerable research has 
been done over the past several decades on the information needs and behaviors of 
international students as researchers and library users, and in particular on library 
services for ESL users.   
For the most part this research has focused on particular difficulties and 
complications encountered by ESL speakers in academic libraries. Ongwuebuzie (1997) 
found that non-native speakers of English experienced higher anxiety related to 
interactions with staff than did native speakers, while their levels of anxiety about 
knowledge of the library itself were lower (possibly in part because they visited the 
library more frequently than did native speakers).  And a 2000 study (Zoe and 
DiMartino) found that speakers of East Asian languages experienced significantly lower 
search satisfaction than native English speakers when conducting searches in the LEXIS-
NEXIS database, possibly because of difficulties with understanding the search interface 
and formulating effective searches. 
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Much of the research on English language learning issues in the library field has 
focused on examining the difficulties posed by language proficiency issues in the library 
instruction context, and proposing methods for dealing with those difficulties.  For 
example, Bilal (1989) found that there was a correlation between English proficiency and 
mastery of library skills after instruction (while no such correlation existed between 
language proficiency and library skills prior to instruction).  Conteh-Morgan (2001) 
suggested that anxiety associated with language barriers may raise the ―affective filter‖ of 
international students, and make them less receptive to library-related learning: she 
proposed that library skills be taught by ESL teachers in the context of ESL instruction, 
so that the skills will be introduced in a comfortable setting and by instructors who are 
familiar with the students‘ perceived inadequacies, while Wu and Liestman (1990) 
suggested that library orientation should be offered in international students‘ native 
languages (specifically in Chinese and Korean).  Amsberry (2008) proposed less radical 
methods for modifying information literacy instruction to be more considerate of the 
needs of international learners: for example, by incorporating pauses, avoiding jargon, 
using straightforward English explanations, and employing repetition. 
 While considerable research and writing thus exists on international users of 
academic libraries, and more specifically on the effect of language barriers on library use 
and services, there is little research on the topic of academic libraries as English language 
learning resources for their international users.  As Bordonaro (2006) notes, library 
science literature on English language learning issues ―is mostly grounded in the 
practicalities of how best to serve these students, and it often reflects concerns of an 
instructional nature.‖  Bordonaro further points out that no prior research studies ―have 
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explicitly explored the use of the library that arises from the self-directed efforts of the 
ESL learners themselves in terms of improving their English language skills.‖ 
Bordonaro‘s study thus focuses directly on this unexplored issue, addressing the 
questions: ―Do ESL students use academic libraries to support their language learning?‖ 
and ―if so, how?‖ (519)    
Based on interviews with a group of 20 students at an American university, 
Bordonaro found that ESL students do utilize the library as a resource for improving their 
English.  Students interviewed mentioned using social interactions and contact with 
library staff to  practice their speaking and listening, working on writing at the library by 
writing academic papers as well as emails and other recreational writing, and improving 
their reading through the use of recreational reading and English-language periodicals.   
While Bordonaro‘s study does suggest that ESL students use the library for 
activities which improve their English, it should be noted that the study‘s design may 
have prompted or encouraged students to associate the library with language learning: 
students appear to have been presented with a menu of possible activities to choose from, 
all of which could be associated with language learning.  Further, many of the kinds of 
interactions and activities Bordonaro highlights seem somewhat incidentally related to 
language learning, except to the extent that any language use by a non-native speaker will 
inherently involve language learning or language practice.  Socializing, interacting with 
staff, sending emails and writing academic papers are language-related activities, and all 
potentially helpful for increasing language proficiency: But there is nothing to suggest 
that language learning is a significant motivating factor for the students‘ engagement in 
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these activities, or that they are somehow uniquely associated with the library, as opposed 
to the other social and academic environments in which international students move.  
The only English language learning activity mentioned in this study which seems 
intrinsically library-related is the use of library materials for reading practice, but even 
there students seem to have focused on materials which could be obtained from non-
library sources (notably magazines, newspapers and other recreational reading).  There is 
no indication in the study of whether students see the library as a language-learning 
resource (rather than as one place among many in which activities involving language 
learning take place), or of whether they want academic libraries to offer resources and 
services specifically targeted at language learners. 
Bordonaro‘s study, while suggesting that students are open to the idea of the 
library as a place to improve their English, thus does not offer significant support for the 
idea that ESL students seek out library resources and services for the purpose of 
improving their English.  Also notably absent from this study is any reference to the use 
of, or desire for access to, library materials specifically focused on English language 
learning (as opposed to materials on other topics which could be used to improve 
English).  However, given that the interviews appear to have involved a significant 
amount of prompting, and that the survey instrument makes no mention of ELL-focused 
materials, this does not seem to be sufficient reason to conclude that ESL students do not 
use, or would not be interested in using, such materials.
1
 
Another study which touched on international students‘ attitudes toward the use 
of academic libraries as a resource for improving their English language skills was Yi 
                                                 
1
 The students in Bordonaro‘s study also may not constitute a particularly representative sample of 
international students: most notably, its population of 20 students featured only one student from China 
(while including 8 students from Japan). 
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(2009).  This study was a survey of 80 international students at Texas Women‘s 
University.  Yi found that, in response to the question of whether they needed 
―information for improving English proficiency‖ from the library, many international 
students stated that they did not perceive such a need.  60.7% of respondents reported 
having ―no need,‖ a ―rare need‖ or a ―minimal need‖ for ELL information from the 
library, while only 39.2% reported having a ―frequent need‖ or an ―intense need‖ for such 
information.  Yi proposed that these numbers may indicate that ―English proficiency of 
international students has improved,‖ or alternatively that students ―may be accessing 
online English resources to solve their language problems.‖  Both of these are reasonable 
hypotheses—however, in interpreting Yi‘s results it is worthy of note that 40.9% of the 
students surveyed in her study were from India.  Since English is an official language of 
India and is used in much of the Indian educational system, Indian students tend to arrive 
in America with relatively a high level of English proficiency.  Thus it seems likely that 
Indian students would have tended to indicate little or no need for English language 
learning information, and it is quite plausible that a significant proportion of the 59.1% of 
surveyed students who were not from India indicated a frequent or intense need for ELL 
information.   
The studies of Bordonaro and Yi appear to represent much of the research that has 
been done on international students‘ use of the library for English language learning.  
Thus while significant attention has been paid to the information seeking behaviors, 
library use patterns, and library service issues connected with international users of 
academic libraries, little or no research appears to exist on what language-learning 
resources libraries are offering to their ESL learners.  This study aimed at partially 
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addressing this gap in the literature: it investigated academic libraries‘ offerings to ESL 
users by assessing the strength of ELL collections from a diverse sample of academic 
libraries, focusing on the quantity and currency of such resources, as well as on the 
relationship between ELL collection strength and the level of international student 
enrollment at the host institution.  In addition to assessing collection strength, the study 
examined the extent to which academic research libraries offer web-based guides to 
resources for learners of English.  
Methodology 
Population Studied 
The objective of the study was to focus on academic research libraries serving a 
substantial population of international users: accordingly, the libraries studied consisted 
of the 30 members of the Association for Research Libraries at universities with the 
highest numbers of international students, as reported in the most recent list compiled by 
the Open Doors foundation.  Table 1 provides a list of the universities whose libraries 
were studied. 
Table 1. Universities Studied 
University International Student 
Enrollment 
University International Student 
Enrollment 
USC           7,987  Minnesota           4,665  
Illinois           7,287  Texas A&M           4,611  
NYU           7,276  Penn State           4,561  
Purdue           6,903  Penn           4,522  
Columbia           6,833  Arizona State           4,483  
Michigan           6,095  UWisc           4,312  
UCLA           5,685  Cornell           4,115  
Michigan State           5,358  University of Houston           4,103  
Texas           5,265  Georgia Tech           4,030  
Boston University           5,172  Stanford           3,934  
U Florida           4,920  Northeastern           3,898  
SUNY Buffalo           4,911  UC Berkeley           3,883  
Harvard           4,867  UWashington           3,734  
Indiana-Bloomington           4,819  Maryland           3,530  
Ohio State           4,796  MIT           3,486  
 10 
 
Assessment of ELL Collections 
The first section of this study consisted of a large-scale collection analysis of 
English language learning materials in academic research libraries.   
Collection assessment method: subject heading searching. 
Traditionally, large-scale assessments of collection strength have often made use 
of list-checking, the ―comparison of a library‘s collection either to general bibliographies 
such as Resources for College Libraries or to more specific subject bibliographies.‖  As 
McClure (2006) notes, while the list-checking method can produce ―hard numbers and a 
sense of objectivity,‖ it also possesses significant weaknesses.  First, a list-checking 
assessment of multiple library collections presumes a ―goal of standardized collections 
with little connection to local teaching and research interests‖ thus a library with a strong 
collection of unusual, but potentially valuable resources could potentially be 
disadvantaged by a list-checking approach.  In the case of English language learning 
materials, to take one example, the library of an institution whose students are required to 
pass the TOEFL exam before enrolling might have far less demand for TOEFL 
preparation books than the library of an institution lacking such a requirement.  
Moreover, list-checking presupposes the existence of, or the feasibility of creating, an 
adequate list of items to be checked, while in practice ―print lists rarely exist in the shape 
and form that match the goals of an assessment project, and they are instantly out of date‖  
(McClure). The difficulties of assembling such a list for English language learning texts 
are apparent: new and updated materials on this topic are being produced constantly, and 
multiple texts exist covering the same material.  
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 Along with list-checking, another possible method of is examination of call 
numbers ranges: collection strength in a certain subject can be assessed by looking at 
numbers of titles falling in the relevant number ranges.  This is the approach used by 
Research Library Group‘s Conspectus project (White 2008), and by OCLC‘s proprietary 
WorldCat Collection Analysis tool (McClure 2006).  While call number ranges are not 
subject to the difficulties and potential distortions of title checklists, they do have another 
potential pitfall: the lack of a good match between the classifying scheme used and the 
particular subject or subjects of interest to the assessment project.  This issue makes 
Library of Congress classification unsuitable for use in a project focused on materials for 
English language learners, for two reasons.  First while the ―official‖ Library of Congress 
call number range for ELL materials is PE 1128, many texts intended for foreign learners 
of English can be found classified in other call numbers as well.  But more significantly, 
PE 1128 includes not only books intended for language learners but also (and often more 
abundantly) books intended for language teachers.  Books focusing on pedagogical 
techniques or on scholarship about issues and problems for English language learners will 
probably have little to offer non-native speakers looking for materials to improve their 
English: hence basing an analysis of such materials‘ presence in collections on a call 
number range which includes both types of items will be potentially deceptive.  
 When call number ranges do not provide sufficient precision for a subject-specific 
collection analysis, subject headings may be a viable alternative.  In the case of texts on 
language learning, LC subject headings make the key distinction absent in LC call 
numbers: there is one heading for works intended for use in language learning (―English 
language – textbooks for foreign speakers‖) and another heading for works intended to 
 12 
offer information about English language learning (―English language – study and 
teaching – foreign speakers‖). By limiting its analysis to works labeled with the 
―textbooks for foreign speakers‖ heading, a collection analysis can focus in on texts 
which may be useful to non-native speakers in a way which LC classification analysis 
does not permit. 
 Although use of the subject heading ―English language – textbooks for foreign 
speakers‖ thus seems to be the most viable way to identify works for English language 
learners, the method does have potential drawbacks.  First, this subject heading does 
include some works which are not intended for language learners: it also is used to 
classify books offering analysis or critique of textbooks and their creation, or histories of 
textbooks.  However, in practice titles such as this are few and far between—no more 
than one or two exist in the collections of the large academic libraries examined for this 
study.  In addition, this subject heading may include texts which are intended more for 
classroom use than self-instruction, particularly in the case of institutions whose libraries 
hold curricular materials for the support of education programs. However, since such 
texts are potentially useful to independent language learners, it would appear reasonable 
to include them in the analysis of language learning materials. 
Catalog searching. 
This collection assessment thus gauged the strength of academic library collections of 
materials for English language learners by counting the number of titles classed with the 
heading ―English language – textbooks for foreign speakers‖ in those libraries‘ catalogs.2  
Because of differences in the searching capabilities of the catalogs of libraries studied in 
                                                 
2
 Initial searching of library catalogs took place in May and June 2011, and the totals of each library were 
checked on June 28-30, 2011.   
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this survey, two slightly different methods were used to arrive at the list of ELL titles. In 
many cases subject or keyword search for the full subject heading as a phrase produced 
the list of relevant ELL. In cases where a catalog did not allow searching of entire subject 
headings and subheadings, the individual terms ―English language‖ AND ―textbooks for 
foreign speakers‖ were searched using the ―advanced search‖ feature of the library 
catalogs.  This method required individually checking on resulting titles, because it 
picked up a small number of books whose subjects contained both ―English language‖ 
and ―textbooks for foreign speakers‖ but not ―English language – textbooks for foreign 
speakers.‖  Such titles were removed from library‘s the overall total. 
The analysis was limited to books published since 1990, for two reasons. First, given 
the evolving nature both of language learning methods and of language itself, decades- 
old language texts may be of limited use to contemporary learners.  Second, many 
research libraries have texts classified with this subject heading from the 19
th
 century and 
earlier, either in print form or as part of e-book collections of public-domain texts.  These 
texts (often intended for French and German speakers of English) are potentially of 
historical and linguistic interest, but clearly of extremely little use to language learners, 
and including them in the analysis would thus distort the study‘s results, all the more 
because particular because in some collections texts of this sort are fairly abundant.  
Results lists were limited to post-1990 titles either by using the limiting features of each 
library‘s catalog, or by sorting by descending publication date, and recording the position 
of the final post-1990 title.  This process was facilitated greatly by the fact that almost all 
of the catalogs studied provided search results in a numbered list. 
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In addition to limiting the assessment‘s focus post-1990 titles, to ascertain the 
relative currency of each library‘s holdings, and to gain a sense of whether institutional 
collection patterns have shifted over the past 20 years, the number of ELL titles published 
since 2000 and since 2005 was recorded for each library. This was accomplished by 
sorting the results of the post-1990 search by date, and noting the number of titles listed 
in the corresponding date ranges. 
Given that Chinese and Korean figure so significantly among foreign languages 
spoken by international students at American colleges and universities, this study also 
assessed the extent to which academic libraries offer language–learning materials 
intended for speakers of these languages.  This analysis was also performed with of 
Library of Congress subject headings, in this case by adding additional subheadings to 
the general search for ELL books.  While the general heading ―English language – 
textbooks for foreign speakers‖ contains all English language textbooks, whether 
intended for speakers of a particular foreign language or for all non-native speakers of 
English, works intended for speakers of specific languages are further classified with the 
addition of a subheading specifying the language in question (e.g. ―English language – 
textbooks for foreign speakers – German‖).  Accordingly, total numbers of titles under 
the subject heading ―English language –textbooks for foreign speakers—Chinese‖ and 
―English language—textbooks for foreign speakers—Korean‖ were recorded.  Titles with 
these subheadings were identified by adding the keywords ―Chinese‖ and ―Korean‖ to the 
preceding ELL searches.  Each resulting title was checked individually to make sure that 
it contained the appropriate subject heading. 
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Finally, this analysis sought to measure the extent to which academic library ELL 
resources are offered in electronic format.  Thus, for each library studied, the number of 
post-1990 ELL titles with online availability was recorded.
 
 Online resources were 
searched for were produced by adding the keyword ―electronic‖ to the general subject 
heading search: this consistency of method was possible because every library in the 
survey designated its electronic resources with the words ―[electronic resource]‖ after the 
title.  The resulting title lists were visually checked to ensure that they contained only 
online resources. 
Assessment of Web-based Library Guides to ELL Resources 
  In addition to measuring English language learning titles in academic research 
library collections, this study also focused on whether the libraries in question offer web-
based resources targeted at English language learners: for example, guides to library 
materials or English language learning web resources.  The presence of web-based 
resources was ascertained by searching library websites for a set of plausible ELL-related 
terms.  For each of the institutions studied, the library websites were searched for the 
following terms: ―ESL,‖ ―EFL,‖ ―ESOL,‖ and ―learning English.‖3  While this 
combination of search terms did not completely assure the discovery of all relevant 
material, it was judged to be a reasonably effective gauge of the presence or absence of 
ELL-focused library web resources, as it improbable that an ELL guide would contain 
none of these terms. 
 For each library website, the presence or apparent absence of web-based ELL 
resources was noted, as well as where such resources were located relative to the library 
                                                 
3
 These website searches were conducted on June 20
th
, 2011. 
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homepage, and what types of information they offered (e.g. campus and community 
resources, links to web resources, lists of relevant library materials).   
Results and Discussion 
Collection Assessment 
Total titles. 
The mean number of post-1990 ELL titles in the libraries studied was 164.3, and 
the median was 132.5.  These averages represent an extremely broad range, with totals 
ranging from 13 ELL titles at Georgia Tech, to 779 titles at the University of 
Washington.  However, the majority of libraries studied clustered around the center of 
this range: 24 of the 30 libraries had ELL totals between 100 and 200. 
Table 2. Total Number of ELL Titles 1990-Present 
Mean Median Maximum Minimum 
164.3 132.5 779 13 
 
Of the post-1990 ELL titles, almost exactly half (50.4%) had publication dates of 
2000 or later, while 23% had publication dates of 2005 or later.  While these subtotals are 
not precise measure of the collection trends over time, their almost equal per-year 
proportions suggest that the libraries studied collected ELL materials at roughly the same 
rates in the 2000s that they did during the 1990s; certainly the results offer no indication 
of a general increase or decrease in ELL materials collections during the period studied.  
The slightly smaller proportion of post-2005 titles in the sample is likely due in part to 
the fact that the library with the largest ELL collection (Washington) apparently collected 
fewer ELL materials after 2004.  Indeed the median number of post-2005 titles (25.6) is 
almost exactly proportional to the median number of post-1990 titles (132.5). 
 
 17 
Table 3. Numbers of ELL Titles 1990-Present, 2000-Present, and 2005-Present 
 1990-Present 2000-Present 2005-Present 
Mean 164.3 (100%) 82.9 (50.4%) 37.9 (23.1%) 
Median 132.5 (100%) 65 (49%) 34 (25.7%) 
 
Online resources. 
The study also found that online electronic resources represent a non-negligible 
proportion of the libraries‘ ELL materials.  The mean number of electronic resources 
among ELL titles in the collections studied was 15.2, or 9.3% of the total post-1990 titles.  
However, given that online resources almost invariably have post-2000 publication dates, 
a more appropriate comparison might be to post-2000 title: in this analysis, electronic 
resources represent 18% of the total ELL materials from the past decade.  
 The growing prevalence of electronic resources among ELL could provide 
advantages to ELL users, potentially allowing multiple users access to such resources, 
and providing the convenience of off-campus use. However, it is not clear whether the 
content of these resources is always precisely targeted to the user community.  In the 
course of examining the electronic resource components of libraries‘ ELL collections, the 
same few titles were observed time and time again, and while some of these electronic 
titles were aimed at general ELL learners, many others appeared very specialized.  In 
particular, ELL e-resource collections were often dominated by a number of works on 
medical English by an author named Ramon Ribes, including titles like Radiological 
English, English for Biomedical Scientists, Primary Care English and Inglese per medici 
(English for doctors).  Such medical works by Ramon Ribes accounted for 5 of 8 ELL e-
resources in UCLA‘s collection, and 7 of 9 ELL e-resources in Purdue‘s, and 5 of 6 e-
resources at MIT and Illinois.  Given the frequent appearances of these e-resources 
 18 
focusing on medical English, and the fact that they all come from the same author and 
publisher (Springer), it seems quite likely that their presence in library collections is due 
to their being part of an e-book package, rather than reflecting an attempt to address a 
significant need for works on medical English. And in fact, according to the Springer 
website, all of these ELL books by Ribes are part of a larger E-book package (package 
11650) of 2,454 books focusing on medical subjects.
4
  Thus, the actual electronic 
offerings of academic libraries to their ELL users may be less extensive and useful than 
raw numbers would suggest. 
In contrast with collections whose limited ELL e-resources are dominated by such 
specialized books acquired in non-ELL packages, some of the collections surveyed 
featured large and diverse e-book collections intended for ELL users.  One example of 
these is include the University of Michigan, whose 38 electronic ELL titles comprise a 
mix of grammar guides, easy readers, and test preparation books, along with an e-journal 
intended to help Chinese speakers learn English.  Here also there are signs that electronic 
resources were selected en masse rather than individually (for example, a guide to 
working as a nurse in the UK, and a book by an Indian author with the unidiomatic title 
Spoken English: Flourish Your Language, whose final chapter is entitled ―Slangs‖).  But 
the collection as a whole seems to offer genuine value to the library‘s ELL users.5 
ELL materials intended for speakers of Chinese and Korean. 
The study found that, despite the significant numbers of Chinese and Korean 
students in American institutions of higher education, ELL resources dedicated 
specifically to native speakers of Chinese and Korean were quite sparse.  The collections 
                                                 
4
 Title lists are available at: http://www.springer.com/librarians/e-content/ebooks. 
5
 Other libraries with relatively large and diverse ELL e-resource collections include NYU, Cornell and 
Texas A&M, all of whose ELL collections feature more than 30 electronic titles. 
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studied held an average of 2.8 post-1990 English language learning texts intended for 
Chinese speakers and an average of 1.2 post-1999 Korean texts.  
Table 4. ELL Materials for Chinese and Korean Speakers 
 Chinese Speakers Korean Speakers 
Number Held: Mean 2.8 1.2 
Number Held: Median 2 0.5 
Holding at Least One Title 76.7% (22) 50% (15) 
 
The largest collection of ELL materials for Chinese speakers was 17 items, at the 
University of Maryland, while the largest collection of ELL materials for Korean 
speakers was 11, at the University of California at Berkeley.  While the majority of 
libraries studied had at least a few ELL title intended for Chinese speakers, half of the 
libraries in the sample held no ELL items intended for speakers of Korean.  As with the 
electronic resources, here too a significant degree of overlap in titles was observed among 
collections; among books for Chinese speakers, one book (The English style guide: a 
practical writers guide for Chinese people who use English as a second language, by 
Bryce Telfer McIntyre) was particularly well-represented, being held by 12 out of the 22 
libraries which offered books for Chinese speakers. 
Part of the reason for the relative paucity of titles of this type may be a lack of 
availability: books intended for speakers of these languages may be relatively few in 
number, or difficult to obtain. It is also understandable that libraries might prefer to 
collect materials which will be useful to all ELL users, rather than a subset of such users.  
Nonetheless, it appears that such materials do exist in relative abundance: a WorldCat 
search for ―English language-Textbooks for foreign speakers-Chinese" brings up 5,081 
results with this subject heading, while a search for ―English language-Textbooks for 
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foreign speakers-Korean‖ produces 935 results.6    And given the large numbers of 
Chinese and Korean students, and the difficulties inherent in moving from an East Asian 
language to English, it would seem that the many of the libraries in question could 
significantly improve their offerings for speakers of Chinese and Korean, by collecting at 
least a small core of language-learning titles intended for speakers of these languages.  
The relatively large Chinese-specific and Korean-specific collections of Maryland and 
Berkeley might provide a starting point for such collections. 
Noteworthy individual collections. 
While most of the collections studied fell within a general range of one to two 
hundred current ELL titles, several collections stood out either for their abundance of 
ELL materials or for such materials‘ scarcity.  By far the most impressive ELL collection 
in terms of sheer numbers was found at the University of Washington.  The 779 post-
1990 titles with the ―English language – textbooks for foreign speakers‖ subheading at 
this institution amounted to more than twice the total found at any other library studied; 
the second-highest total in the survey was Harvard, with 318 titles.  The size of 
Washington‘s ELL collection is particularly notable given that the university‘s library 
collections as a whole rank in the bottom third of the libraries studied in this survey, as 
does its international student population.  One notable aspect of Washington‘s collection, 
in addition to its size, is the preponderance of ELL-focused reading material, including a 
very large number of literary classics adapted for English learners.  These readers are 
classed with local call numbers beginning with ―ESL,‖ and the library collections as a 
                                                 
6
 In addition, some of the collections studied contained substantial collections for speakers of other 
languages less commonly encountered among international students at American universities.  For 
example, Cornell‘s collection contains 53 titles with the subject heading ―"English language-Textbooks for 
foreign speakers-Vietnamese.‖ This is in comparison with 4 post-1990 titles intended for Chinese speakers, 
and none intended for Korean speakers.  Columbia University‘s collection contains 3 post-1990 titles 
intended for Turkish speakers, and none for either Chinese or Korean speakers. 
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whole contain more than 1200 titles with an ESL call number.  In keeping with the size of 
its ELL holdings, Washington is the only library among those surveyed whose ELL titles 
are placed in a separate and dedicated location: the shelves on the North side of 
Washington‘s Odegaard Undergraduate Library are devoted to ELL materials, and such 
materials appear in the catalog with the location ―Odegaard ESL/IEP.‖    
While the size of Washington‘s ELL collection is impressive, it should be noted 
that the collection is relatively lacking in recent material: of 779 post-1990 titles, only 46 
titles have publication dates after 2005.  However, given the collection‘s emphasis on 
reading material and on classic literature in particular, this seems understandable, as it 
would perhaps be less important that such materials be up-to-date.  These ratios may 
reflect a decision to build up a substantial collection in the 1990s, followed by a relatively 
slackening in acquisitions after that collection reached a certain size. 
 Along with Washington‘s collection, other unusually extensive post-1990 ELL 
collections were found at Harvard (318 titles), the University of Houston (280 titles) and 
Texas A&M (284 titles).  The University of Houston‘s collection, like Washington‘s, 
featured an extensive emphasis on reading material; here readers were classed under the 
call number PE 1126, and 126 titles with this call number were in the collection.  The 
collection Texas A&M, on the other hand, appeared to reflect a greater proportion of self-
study books and test preparation materials: thus it would appear.  Both Houston and 
Texas A&M were also noteworthy for the large number of recent titles in their ELL 
collections. 120 ELL titles at the University of Houston, and 89 titles at Texas A&M, 
bore publication dates of 2005 or later; these were the two highest totals among the 
libraries examined. 
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 At the other end of the spectrum were several libraries whose ELL collections 
were significantly smaller than those of the bulk of institutions in the survey.  The most 
limited ELL collection by far was found at Georgia Tech; searching its catalog uncovered 
a mere thirteen ELL titles with publication dates after 1990, of which only one was 
published after 2000, and none were published since 2005.  It appears that the most 
recent item with the ―English language—textbooks for foreign speakers‖ heading in 
Georgia Tech‘s catalog was an online TOEFL preparation guide published in 2001.  This 
small number of ELL titles, and the 10-year hiatus in collecting of ELL items, is striking 
given the presence of 4,030 international students at Georgia Tech, accounting for 19.9% 
of all student enrollments.  Further, it appears that some demand for ELL items does exist 
among library users at Georgia Tech: at the time of writing, checked-out items at Georgia 
Tech included guides to the TOEFL from 1997 and 1993, a book on English idioms from 
1983, and a guide to scientific writing in English from 1975.   
 Although it is not clear why collection of ELL items at Georgia Tech has 
apparently ceased, the small size of its ELL collection may be in part connected to the 
relatively small size of its library (2.54 million volumes, well under half of the average 
total for libraries in this survey).  This also may be the case with Purdue, another 
institution with a very large international student population (6903, 16.6% of all 
students), a small number of ELL titles (59, including 7 medical English e-books by 
Ramon Ribes), and a library similar in size to that of Georgia Tech.  The same could not 
be said for Columbia University, which has a large population of international students 
(6833) and a large library collection (over 10 million volumes), but a relatively small 
number of post-1990 ELL titles (63).  While it is possible that the ELL collections of 
 23 
these institutions are sufficient to meet the level of demand of their user communities, it 
does appear that these institutions have placed significantly less emphasis on ELL 
materials than most of the libraries in the survey. 
 Assessment of Web-based ELL Resources  
In addition to measuring the abundance of current ELL materials in academic 
libraries serving large international user populations, this study also assessed the extent to 
which such libraries offered web-based language learning assistance and information to 
their users, whether by highlighting library and other institutional resources, or by 
presenting links to internet language learning sites.  This portion of the study found a 
wide variety of results.  The majority of libraries studied had no web-based material 
aimed at EFL users.  Of the 30 libraries in the sample population, 16 appeared to have no 
material related to EFL learning on their library website.  This number included one 
library (Penn State) with a guide for international students containing no information on 
English language learning, and another (UCLA) with a library guide intended for use in 
an ESL course, but offering only information on research resources, without any 
language learning material
7
. Another 8 libraries contained EFL related guides offering 
only material for language teachers, with nothing for language learners.  Thus only 9 out 
of 30 libraries in the survey had web resources aimed directly at language learners; a 
number which seems relatively small given that the survey population consisted of the 
universities with the largest international student populations. 
 
 
 
                                                 
7
 http://guides.library.ucla.edu/esl33 
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Table 5. Web Resources for English Language Learners 
Resources for Learners Resources for Teachers 
Only 
No Web Resources 
NYU 
Northeastern 
Illinois 
MIT 
Minnesota 
SUNY Buffalo 
Michigan State 
Maryland 
Washington 
Boston 
Wisconsin 
Arizona State 
Indiana 
Florida 
Penn 
UC Berkeley   Texas A&M 
Cornell             Stanford 
Georgia Tech   Houston 
USC                 Purdue 
UCLA              Michigan 
Texas               Harvard 
Ohio State        Penn State 
Columbia 
 
Of the nine libraries with web resources on English language learning, several 
offered somewhat limited information for language learners.  The ESL guide at the 
University of Minnesota
8
 focuses mainly on research-related resources: it begins by 
offers a list of general academic indexes and databases (Education Full Text, ERIC, 
Linguistics & Language Behavior Abstracts, the MLA bibliography and Academic 
Search Premier), all of which seem to be related to EFL only in that they contain articles 
on education and on language.  Even more general are the resources it suggests under 
―Catalogs and Bibliographies‖: there it offers links to WorldCat and the university library 
catalog.  The reference resources the guide suggests are similarly generic: encyclopedias 
of languages and linguistics, a handbook of language teaching, and the Oxford English 
Dictionary.  The guide makes no mention of the library‘s ELL-focused resources, and 
offers almost no information on online sources for English language learning: indeed the 
only items in the guide which seem directly intended for ELL users are a link to ―Dave‘s 
ESL Café‖ and a link to the university Writing Center.  In short, it is difficult to imagine 
circumstances under which this guide could prove truly useful for those seeking to 
                                                 
8
 https://www.lib.umn.edu/node/96 
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improve their English; a simple Google search for ―ESL‖ or ―learning English‖ appears 
to offer a great deal more. 
  The ESL library guide at Northeastern University
9
, while also fairly limited, has 
more to offer ELL learners than does the Minnesota guide.  It does present the standard 
list of article databases, but also includes links to information about Boston-area ESL 
classes, a list of websites for English language learners including a set of instructional 
videos, and information about the TOEFL exam.  The ESL resource guide at Michigan 
State (which is part of a guide for participants in the university‘s ―Visiting International 
Professor‘s Program‖) offers a similar set of resources: a small number of websites for 
English language learners, along with  links to local and campus resources for learning 
English. While both of these sources present information which could be useful to 
English language learners, they do nothing to highlight language learning resources 
available through their libraries; neither of them link to or mention the libraries‘ ELL 
electronic resources or print collections. 
 In comparison to these guides, the online ELL-related information found at the 
University of Maryland focuses directly on library resources for English language 
learners—it is a descriptive ―mediagraphy‖ of the library‘s various instructional ELL 
videos.
10
   While this mediagraphy effectively describes the content of these media 
resources, it appears to be somewhat isolated and difficult to find.  To arrive at it from the 
home page of the library seems to require the following lengthy sequence of links: (1) 
―Special Collections,‖ (2) ―Media,‖ (3) ―Nonprint,‖ (4) ―Collections,‖ and (5) ―English as 
a Second Language.‖  It is improbable that users looking for ELL resources will be able 
                                                 
9
 http://subjectguides.lib.neu.edu/content.php?pid=30595&sid=223731 
10
 http://www.lib.umd.edu/nonprint/collection/english2.html 
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to get to the mediagraphy via this path; thus, it will likely be found only by those who do 
an appropriate website search or who are referred to it.  This web resource might be more 
visible, and potentially more useful, if it were part of larger and more conspicuously 
located guide to the library‘s ELL materials. 
 Of the 30 libraries studied, only five offered web-based resources which 
combined links to internet and local resources with any reference to the library‘s ELL 
materials.  One such library was that of SUNY-Buffalo, which offers ELL information as 
part of a larger guide to the libraries for international students.  Along providing with a 
short list of internet language learning resources, this guide also suggests that users look 
for ELL materials in the library catalog. But the guidance provided on finding those 
library resources is brief and perfunctory: the guide simply suggests that users ―Do a 
‗keyword search‘ using the a (sic) phrase like: English language AND conversation OR 
English AND pronunciation AND textbooks.‖   This advice is both somewhat vague and 
potentially unproductive if followed precisely: a keyword search in the library‘s catalog 
for ―English language AND conversation‖ returns a huge variety of results, only a small 
proportion of which would be relevant to ELL learners.  Indeed, among the top 40 results 
of this recommended search, the only titles which seem potentially useful to ELL learners 
are two books on medical English and a dictionary of idioms.
11
  This guide could have 
highlighted Buffalo‘s ELL library resources much more effectively by providing 
appropriate subject headings as suggested searches, or alternatively by linking either to 
more targeted search results or to lists of recommended ELL library resources.   
                                                 
11
 ―English AND pronunciation AND textbooks‖ does produces more relevant, if somewhat limited, results 
(34 items, of which a small majority are either non-ELL or pre-1950).   
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 In contrast with guide at SUNY-Buffalo, the English as an International Language 
guide on the website of the library of the University of Illinois
12
 goes much further 
toward directing its readers toward English language learning resources.  Instead of 
suggesting searches, it offers a list of clickable Dewey call numbers relating to various 
types of ELL titles. Clicking on the call numbers brings up the results of a search for the 
call number in question.  The guide also contains an extensive list of reference resources 
for both teachers and learners, as well as a collection of links to websites for English 
learners.  While this guide offers access to an extensive list of resources, it might be 
frustrating to English learners in that it mingles learning resources in with an abundance 
of materials that will likely be of use only to teachers; language learners will have to sift 
through scholarly resources in pedagogy and linguistics to find works intended for them.  
The same is true of the results of the guide‘s call number searches, which produce many 
items of chiefly scholarly or professional interest. 
 A somewhat different approach can be seen in the ELL guide for the libraries of 
the University of Washington.
13
  This guide divides resources for English learners from 
resources for English teachers on two separate pages.  The guide for ELL learners offers 
a brief list of recommended titles for English learners, along with clickable subject 
headings leading to a list of search results (including ―English language—textbooks for 
foreign speakers‖ as well as more specific headings related to topics like pronunciation 
and TOEFL preparation), and an extensive list of links to internet ELL resources.  A 
similar set of resources is provided in the more limited ELL guide from the MIT library
14
,  
which consists of a list links to catalog records for  recommended titles, a very brief list 
                                                 
12
 http://www.library.illinois.edu/edx/researchguides/engint.html 
13
 http://www.lib.washington.edu/ougl/esl/  
14
 http://libraries.mit.edu/help/esl.html 
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of internet resources, and one clickable subject heading search link (―English language—
textbooks for foreign speakers‖).  While these guides are not entirely polished (both of 
them contain references to English ―grammer‖) their combination of internet links, 
recommended individual titles, and clickable subject searches appear to offer users 
straightforward access to both library and internet ELL resources to a degree generally 
unparalleled among the libraries surveyed in this study. 
Conclusions   
This study of English language learning resources in academic research libraries 
serving substantial international student populations suggests that these libraries do focus 
on collecting ELL materials; collection of such items has occurred steadily, if generally 
on a relatively limited scale, over the past 20 years, and as a result most of the libraries 
studied have substantial and current holdings of materials for English language learners.  
ELL holdings from the past 10 years include a significant percentage of electronic 
resources, though there is a great deal of variation between libraries in terms reliance on 
electronic ELL resources, and at times those resources do not seem to be precisely 
targeted at community needs.  The academic library collections studied apparently do not 
offer significant resources aimed at speakers of Chinese and Korean; this type of 
language-specific material might be one area in which ELL collections could be 
augmented.  
Another observation worthy of note is that of the libraries studied, only one 
(Washington) placed its ELL resources in a separate and dedicated location.  Given that 
LC call numbers do not consistently distinguish materials for learners of English from 
other English-related materials, this means that in the libraries studied, ELL titles may be 
located in multiple locations in the library stacks, and they will often be surrounded by 
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books of little use to ELL users (in particular, books about educational theory and 
teaching methods).  This could make browsing and discovery of such materials 
significantly more difficult.  Libraries with substantial ELL collections might consider 
creating a separate section for ELL materials, where such items will be visible to library 
users, and where they can be effectively browsed. 
The study also showed that libraries generally have fairly limited or non-existent 
web-based resources devoted to English language learning resources, whether free 
internet resources or proprietary library materials.  Only a minority of library websites 
examined provided library guides for English language learners, and in several cases, the 
material those guides offered was quite rudimentary.  Libraries could potentially expand 
their offerings to ELL users by creating online guides, or enhancing their existing guides.  
Such guides could include links to selected internet resources with a focus on sites with 
relatively long and stable histories, to minimize dead links and avoid the need for 
constant maintenance.  The guides could also serve as points of access for library ELL 
resources, ideally leading users to relevant resources with a minimum of effort.  (In this 
regard links to catalog records of pre-selected ELL titles, or links leading to results lists 
from subject heading or call number searches, would be preferable to lists of subject 
headings or suggested keyword searches.)  In order to maximize exposure and use of 
ELL library resources, these guides could be linked to from the web pages of university 
writing centers and international students‘ offices, and could be highlighted during 
international students orientations; they could also be marketed to faculty in departments 
with large numbers of ELL students. 
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This study was very limited in scope: it assessed the extent of ELL resources 
offered by libraries at a certain class of institutions.  A broader comparative study of 
library collections, including liberal-arts colleges, community colleges, and smaller 
universities, would give a more complete picture of academic library collection patterns 
in this area.   
In addition, this study did not attempt to gauge community demand for ELL 
resources in libraries.  Without information on user demand, it is difficult to assess to 
what extent libraries should offer ELL resources to their users.  And while the value of 
more scholarly materials could be argued to transcend current demand based on their 
hypothetical usefulness to future researchers, the value of language learning materials 
would seem to revolve almost entirely around actual use: if such items are not of value to 
current library users, there is little justification for their presence in library collections. 
Thus, future studies of ELL resources in libraries could attempt to assess user demand; 
such studies could employ surveys and interviews of library users, or they could make 
use of circulation and access statistics for ELL books and electronic resources.  Future 
research could also evaluate the possibility that ELL users of academic libraries are not 
sufficiently aware of the ELL resources available at those libraries; a study could revolve 
around an effort to provide exposure to ELL collections (e.g. by the creation or 
publicizing of a resource guide), measuring circulation and access statistics before and 
after the marketing effort.   
Another useful avenue for study would be to examine specific aspects of the 
English language learning needs of particular ELL user communities, and compare those 
needs to their available library resources.  For example, survey responses or circulation 
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data could be used to assess international users‘ relative needs to improve their speaking, 
listening, reading and writing, or more specific skills like academic writing or 
presentation skills.  Library collections of ELL materials could be analyzed to determine 
whether the titles offered reflected the community‘s needs.   
English language learners are and will doubtless remain an important presence in 
American colleges and universities.  Academic libraries should continue to collect 
materials and offer resources for improving users‘ English, with a focus on the needs of 
their particular communities, and should take steps to ensure that their ELL users are 
aware of the resources they offer.   
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Appendix: ELL Collection Data   
Table A-1. International Student Enrollment 
Institution International 
Students 
Total Students International 
Students (%) 
MIT 3,486 10,384 33.57% 
Columbia 6,833 24,188 28.25% 
USC 7,987 34,824 22.94% 
Stanford 3,934 17,833 22.06% 
Cornell 4,115 20,609 19.97% 
Georgia Tech 4,030 20,291 19.86% 
Penn 4,522 24,474 18.48% 
Harvard 4,867 26,500 18.37% 
SUNY Buffalo 4,911 28,881 17.00% 
NYU 7,276 43,208 16.84% 
Purdue 6,903 41,051 16.82% 
Illinois 7,287 43,723 16.67% 
Boston University 5,172 31,499 16.42% 
Michigan 6,095 41,674 14.63% 
UCLA 5,685 39,750 14.30% 
Northeastern 3,898 27,881 13.98% 
Indiana-Bloomington 4,819 42,347 11.38% 
Michigan State 5,358 47,278 11.33% 
University of Houston 4,103 37,000 11.09% 
UC Berkeley 3,883 35,811 10.84% 
Wisconsin 4,312 41,644 10.35% 
Texas 5,265 50,995 10.32% 
Penn State 4,561 44,406 10.27% 
Washington 3,734 38,335 9.74% 
Florida 4,920 50,691 9.71% 
Maryland 3,530 37,195 9.49% 
Texas A&M 4,611 48,885 9.43% 
Minnesota 4,665 51,659 9.03% 
Ohio State 4,796 55,014 8.72% 
Arizona State 4,483 68,604 6.53% 
Source: Open Doors 2010: Report on International Educational Exchange. New York: Institute of 
International Education 
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Table A-2. Total ELL Titles 
Institution ELL Titles  
1990-
Present 
2000-
Present 
2005-
Present Chinese Korean 
Electronic 
Resources 
Washington 779 255 46 4 4 4 
Harvard 312 202 49 9 1 5 
Texas A&M 283 172 89 2 0 38 
University of Houston 280 202 120 0 0 0 
Michigan 226 118 50 6 0 38 
SUNY Buffalo 224 54 38 0 1 10 
Wisconsin 214 100 37 4 1 6 
Penn State 196 145 76 2 0 9 
Illinois 189 70 28 3 1 6 
Cornell 178 104 40 4 0 38 
Indiana-Bloomington 174 79 48 1 2 12 
Northeastern 167 77 27 0 0 14 
Texas 146 85 45 0 1 25 
Florida 145 68 32 0 0 19 
Ohio State 145 88 39 2 0 17 
UCLA 120 43 18 4 0 8 
USC 110 70 47 3 1 20 
UC Berkeley 108 50 28 5 11 21 
Maryland 108 53 25 17 4 3 
NYU 105 59 24 2 1 39 
Arizona State 104 62 37 2 0 24 
Michigan State 103 56 32 1 0 15 
Stanford 103 50 36 2 1 27 
Penn 83 55 25 2 4 0 
Minnesota 79 36 16 3 1 10 
MIT 69 36 19 1 0 6 
Columbia 63 35 20 0 0 26 
Purdue 59 31 22 3 0 9 
Boston University 43 32 23 0 1 2 
Georgia Tech 13 1 0 1 0 6 
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Table A-3. ELL Titles Compared to International Student Enrollment 
Institution International 
Students 
ELL Titles 
1990-Present 
Ratio of International 
Students to ELL 
Titles 
Washington 3,734 779 4.8 
University of Houston 4,103 280 14.7 
Harvard 4,867 312 15.6 
Texas A&M 4,611 283 16.3 
Wisconsin 4,312 214 20.1 
SUNY Buffalo 4,911 224 21.9 
Cornell 4,115 178 23.1 
Penn State 4,561 196 23.3 
Northeastern 3,898 167 23.3 
Michigan 6,095 226 27.0 
Indiana-Bloomington 4,819 174 27.7 
Maryland 3,530 108 32.7 
Ohio State 4,796 145 33.1 
Florida 4,920 145 33.9 
UC Berkeley 3,883 108 36.0 
Texas 5,265 146 36.1 
Stanford 3,934 103 38.2 
Illinois 7,287 189 38.6 
Arizona State 4,483 104 43.1 
UCLA 5,685 120 47.4 
MIT 3,486 69 50.5 
Michigan State 5,358 103 52.0 
Penn 4,522 83 54.5 
Minnesota 4,665 79 59.1 
NYU 7,276 105 69.3 
USC 7,987 110 72.6 
Columbia 6,833 63 108.5 
Purdue 6,903 59 117.0 
Boston University 5,172 43 120.3 
Georgia Tech 4,030 13 310.0 
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Table A-4. ELL Titles Compared to Total Collection Size 
Institution ELL Titles 
1990-Present 
Total Volumes
1
 Ratio of ELL Titles 
to Total Volumes 
University of Houston 280 2,666,072 0.000105 
Washington 779 7,549,765 0.000103 
SUNY Buffalo 224 2,421,423 0.000093 
Texas A&M 283 4,088,969 0.000069 
Penn State 196 5,365,489 0.000037 
Florida 145 4,299,252 0.000034 
Maryland 108 3,767,653 0.000029 
Wisconsin 214 8,310,732 0.000026 
Arizona State 104 4,393,156 0.000024 
Michigan 226 9,575,256 0.000024 
Purdue 59 2,506,059 0.000024 
Ohio State 145 6,206,443 0.000023 
MIT 69 3,057,604 0.000023 
Cornell 178 8,036,029 0.000022 
Indiana-Bloomington 174 8,543,025 0.000020 
NYU 105 5,191,617 0.000020 
Michigan State 103 5,292,806 0.000019 
Harvard 312 16,557,002 0.000019 
Northeastern 167 11,026,554 0.000015 
Boston University 43 2,864,562 0.000015 
Texas 146 9,853,414 0.000015 
Illinois 189 12,780,067 0.000015 
Penn 83 6,223,214 0.000013 
UCLA 120 9,045,818 0.000013 
Minnesota 79 6,975,576 0.000011 
UC Berkeley 108 11,026,554 0.000010 
USC 110 11,345,102 0.000010 
Columbia 63 10,449,223 0.000006 
Georgia Tech 13 2,541,880 0.000005 
1
 Source: ARL Statistics 2008-9, available at: http://www.arl.org/stats/annualsurveys/arlstats/.  Collection 
size information for Stanford University was not available. 
